The message from the IPCC report

Equitable cumulative emission targets and not net zero is the key to achieving the Paris Agreement’s temperature goals
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he recent report of the Inter-
Tgovernmental Panel on Cli-

mate Change (IPCC), the
Working Group I contribution to
the Sixth Assessment Report
(ARG), titled ‘Climate Change 2021:
The Physical Science Basis’, is the
first of four that the Panel will is-
sue over the next one and a half
years. The reports are eagerly
awaited as they provide a sum-
mary assessment of all aspects of
the challenge of global warming
and past reports have heralded
significant shifts in climate policy.
This particular report has added
significance as it is the only one of
the four of AR6 to be ready before
the 26th Conference of the Parties
(Cor26) of the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change to
be held in Glasgow in November.

Findings of the report

A significant section of the report
reinforces what is already well
known, though, importantly, with
updated numbers, higher accura-
cy and specific regional assess-
ments, including South Asia. Glo-
bal surface temperature is now
higher by 1.07°C since the pre-in-
dustrial era. The impact of climate
change on the atmosphere, oceans
and land is unmistakably of hu-
man origin and this impact is pick-
ing up pace. It is a striking fact that
there is no part of the inhabited
world that is now untouched by
the impact of global warming. Car-
bon dioxide is the dominant
source of warming. Aerosols con-

tribute to reducing the impact of
warming by other greenhouse gas-
es, by almost a third. Methane re-
duction, while needed overall, is
particularly significant only as part
of the endgame as the drastic re-
duction of aerosols actually leads
to an increase in warming.

A major scientific advance in
this report is the use of multiple
lines of evidence (through precise
technical methods) to pin down
the values and trends of key cli-
matic variables more accurately,
and narrow their range of uncer-
tainties. Climate predictions from
models appear to be working bet-
ter in many specific ways due to
improved representation of basic
processes and higher resolution,
while the use of other evidence en-
ables scientists to ensure that the
modelling output is suitably fil-
tered to match more closely the
real world. Thus, the value of equi-
librium climate sensitivity — the
measure of how a specified in-
crease in carbon dioxide concen-
tration translates into long-term
surface temperature rise — is now
pinned down to the range of 2.5°C
to 4.0°C, with a best estimate of
3°C, compared to the Fifth Assess-
ment Report range of 1.5°C to
4.5°C. With the inclusion of the In-
dian Institute of Tropical Meteo-
rology’s Earth System Model
among the climate models used in
ARG, India too has joined the cli-
mate modelling fraternity.

The report expectedly projects
an increase in climate extremes
due to global warming, with heat
waves, extreme rainfall events and
occurrence of extreme sea levels
all expected to intensify and be
more frequent. Coincidentally, the
IPCC session for the approval and
release of the report was held in
the background of news of unpre-
cedented disasters from the global

North, including massive forest
fires, unprecedented rain and
flooding, and record heat.

Restrict cumulative emissions
A major finding of the report is
that air pollution reduction and
steep climate change mitigation
are not complementary goals but
require independent efforts over
the short and medium term. This
is particularly important as the
claims of such a linkage have been
used to argue that India, for in-
stance, must cease the use of coal
immediately, despite its continu-
ing importance as the key element
of the country’s energy security.

The truly disconcerting news
though, for the global North, is the
report’s clear message that reach-
ing net zero was not the determin-
ing factor for the world to limit it-
self to a 1.5°C , or 2°C, or indeed
any specific temperature increase.
The report is clear that it is the
cumulative emissions in reaching
net zero that determine the tem-
perature rise. This obvious conclu-
sion from past reports and scientif-
ic literature had become
something of a casualty in the
massive campaign mounted on
net zero by the developed coun-
tries with the partisan support of
the United Nations Secretary Gen-
eral and UN agencies.

India’s Ministry for Environ-
ment, Forest and Climate Change
was quick to note this point about
net zero in a statement, adding
that “historical cumulative emis-

sions are the cause of the climate
crisis that the world faces today.” It
also noted that the “developed
countries had usurped far more
than their fair share of the global
carbon budget.” The limitations of
the remaining carbon budget for
1.5°C are so stringent — a mere 500
billion tonnes of carbon dioxide
for an even chance of keeping to
the limit — that they cannot be met
by promises of net zero 30 years
from now. The report is indeed a
“clarion call for developed coun-
tries to undertake immediate,
deep emission cuts,” as the Union
Environment Minister, Bhupender
Yadav, tweeted, especially if they
are not to deprive the rest of the
world, barring China, of any hope
of future development. Developed
countries must, in fact, reach net
zero well before 2050. That Alok
Sarma, the COP26 President, is
not unaware of all this is seen from
the shift in his discourse, appeal-
ing to “keep 1.5°C alive”.

Little cheer for Global South
However, the exposure of the mis-
leading character of the net zero
campaign can bring little cheer to
the global South, for an equally
disconcerting finding is that the
world is set to cross the 1.5°C limit
within 10-15 years. If deep emis-
sions cuts by the three big emitters
— the U.S., the European Union
and China — are not forthcoming,
even the prospect of a mild over-
shoot of the limit followed by a la-
ter decline is likely to be foregone.
After years of procrastination in
real action, the constant shifting of
goal posts to avoid immediate
emissions reduction, and marking
time with their obsession with Ar-
ticle 6 negotiations to pass the bur-
den on to developing countries,
the developed countries now have
nowhere to hide.

Regrettably, India cannot save
the world from the consequences
of the neglect of those whose res-
ponsibility it was to lead in taking
credible action. India has contri-
buted less than 5% of global cumu-
lative emissions to date, with per
capita annual emissions a third of
the global average. India is also the
only nation among the G20 with
commitments under the Paris
Agreement that are even 2°C
warming-compatible. India needs
its development space urgently to
cope with the future, one where
global temperature increase may
be closer to 2°C. With India’s an-
nual emissions at 3 billion tonnes
in carbon dioxide equivalent
terms, even the impossible, such
as the total cessation of emissions
for the next 30 years, with others’
emissions remaining the same,
will buy the world less than two
years of additional time for meet-
ing the Paris Agreement tempera-
ture goals. The prospect of keep-
ing almost a sixth of humanity in
quasi-permanent deprivation for
the rest of the century as a conse-
quence cannot even be
contemplated.

Focusing on definite cumulative
emission targets keeping equity
and historical responsibility in
view, immediate emission reduc-
tions by the developed countries
with phase-out dates for all fossil
fuels, massive investment in new
technologies and their deploy-
ment, and a serious push to the
mobilisation of adequate climate
finance is the need of the hour.
This is the message that the IPCC
report has sent to this year’s cli-
mate summit and the world.
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